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Remembering Dennis
Tom Word*
I first met Dennis Belcher in the fall of 1975 in a stuffy interview
room at the University of Richmond Law School. We talked for an
hour but not a word about law. We talked of our shared experiences
growing up on livestock farms in Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley: Dennis
at Harrisonburg, me at its far west end in Christiansburg. We
remembered and we laughed.
Over the ensuing years our almost daily conversations were sprinkled with laughter, often about the foibles of human nature and client
attitudes about family and money.
Dennis Belcher was what a lawyer should be, a problem solver for
his clients and a friend of almost all of them. They sensed his genuine
concern for them and their families. They recognized his candor and his
cautious wisdom and his complete lack of ego. It was always about the
client, not about Dennis. If I had to describe Dennis in one word, that
word would be judgment. He epitomized the trusted advisor.
With fellow lawyers Dennis early gained recognition as a worthy
colleague willing to carry more than his share of the load on bar
projects, especially concerning CLE. He set a goal to do this on a national scale, first through the ABA’s Real Property, Probate and Trust
Law Section, then through ALI-ABA, ACTEC and the Heckerling Institute. He seldom turned down an invitation to speak at other CLE
venues around the country, and he was immensely popular with audiences thanks to his practical analysis combined with self-deprecating humor. He explained complicated things so they could be understood. He
explored their practical implications in the “real world.”
As the years passed I sometimes asked Dennis how he found time
for his many speaking engagements. “Makes you keep up,” he answered. He also genuinely enjoyed the company of the many other top
lawyers he worked with on CLE engagements. While never claiming to
be the smartest person in the room, he was always among the best liked
and his analysis of the practical implications of a new technique or regulatory or case law development appreciated.
While he never talked about it, Dennis also saw his speaking engagements as business development opportunities. Fellow lawyers in
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distant places often engaged Dennis on knotty problems of their best
clients. And Dennis was always glad to talk with fellow lawyers about
their clients’ problems as a matter of professional courtesy without expectation of his own employment.
Over the years Dennis developed a wide reputation as a go-to lawyer for professional fiduciaries facing liabilities or difficult decisions in
discharging their fiduciary duties. He often counseled, do not serve as
fiduciary for those who do not want you no matter how lucrative the
opportunity appears. He also counseled total candor and disclosure by
fiduciaries.
Another specialty Dennis developed was dealing with estate plans
gone awry. His ability to work with lawyers for competing interests to
craft practical solutions became widely appreciated.
The high regard Dennis earned among other professionals was illustrated by his selection to chair the Joint Task Force on Federal
Wealth Transfer Taxes, organized by the American Bar Association, the
American College of Tax Counsel, ACTEC, the American Bankers Association, and the American Institute of Certified Public Accountants
which issued its comprehensive report in 2004, and his selection to deliver the Joseph Trachtman Memorial Lecture by ACTEC. He was selected to serve as a director of Bessemer Trust Company in recognition
of his insights into the challenges facing its industry.
Dennis was also a civic leader, serving long as a Trustee and Chairman of the Investment Committee of his children’s prep school and its
foundation, and as counsel for the Lewis Ginter Botanical Garden
which would not exist without his imagination and problem-solving
skills. He was elected to the board of the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts
Foundation shortly before his death. He is sorely missed by many client
families and professional colleagues across the nation. His was a life
well lived and too soon ended.

